














[I]f any signs are connected, no matter how, the resulting system constitutes one sign; so that, most connections resulting from successive pairings, a sign frequently interprets a second in so far as this is married to a third. 
 





To extrapolate from a statement such as this in the way that I and the co-contributors to this volume have done carries with it significant risks. There is a tendency in the co-opting of major thinkers to play the game of ‘find the quote’, as if the thought of such prolific writers of unpublished texts as Aristotle, Leibniz, Gramsci and Wittgenstein is a system which allows cherry picking. Peirce has been no exception to this tendency over the years, often without due respect to the major changes and developments in the course of his thought. Yet, those wishing to study Peirce seriously or to bring the flavour of his work to bear on their own research have an advantage. This advantage resides in Peirce scholarship’s generation of a good number of excellent books which have drawn out currents from Peirce’s almost unmanageably disparate oeuvre.  Often, the best books, from different ages of Peirce scholarship, have been very short: Gallie (1952), Greenlee (1973), Savan (1987-8) and de Waal (2001). Perhaps the best of all of these is Colapietro (1989) which consistently allowed Peirce’s approach to the nature of personhood to emerge at a time when sign study found itself between the textualism which became the main focus of poststructuralism’s critique of semiotics and just before the blossoming of the biosemiotic perspectives which rendered poststructuralism largely spurious. In this work Colapietro was, as Marcus (2000) has said of Sebeok, the right man in the right place at the right moment. His work proceeded with a profound understanding of the heritage of European thought after structuralism, it was located in Peirce studies (and semiotics) and appeared at precisely the moment that semiotics needed renewal.

The quote from Peirce’s MS 1476, above, and this brief discussion of it that follows, amount to a mere footnote to Colapietro. Nevertheless, there is a need to be explicit about the implication of the thought-life of a social group being a sign and to add some observations on what Peirce’s approach to the self has bequeathed to semiotics twenty-five years after Colapietro’s book and a hundred years after Peirce’s death. The quote from MS 1476 bears on a number of key issues in semiotics of the last two decades. It pertains to the relation of sign and texts, how the sign systems which constitute the latter can be taken to amount to a ‘sign’ in themselves among the tissue of systems that make up a semiosphere. It raises the question not only of how signs have significate effects but also how texts maintain their effectivity simultaneously with other texts. It sees logic as semiotic with signs to be understood in a process of translation rather than in a relation of structural value. Most importantly for the present discussion, it shows that ‘thought-life’ is experienced ‘in’ a person but is always distributed across a social group.

It is this last perspective that Colapietro so deftly draws out from Peirce. In the modern literature concerned with the human subject there is often a tension between what is referred to as ‘selfhood’ and what is understood as ‘subjectivity’. The former, broadly, involves a conception of the human as conscious of its own existence and most of its intellectual capacities as well as its distinction from others; the latter, generally, has come to mean the human as constituted by the range of ‘practices’ which precede its existence and subsequently – or ‘always already’ – shape its thought processes and options. Such practices are semiotic in their bearing, involving the signs that humans use and inhabit in their existence. What has probably become axiomatic in much of the writing on identity, the subject and the self in modernity is that subjectivity and selfhood are synonymous mainly because none of them are any longer considered to be unitary or intrinsically constituted in character. As Colapietro shows, Peirce’s formulations regarding personhood embrace a similar problematic. In pages that are quotable (far more so than Peirce) at almost every sentence, Colapietro sets out the erstwhile view of the Peircean self as almost negligible in the face of synechism and semiotic, as against the agentive, first-person experience of selfhood which is adumbrated in a number of neglected passages from Peirce and is a necessary complement of the ‘semiotic’ self.

Colapietro identifies three moments where Peirce places his strong synechistic view of personhood within an understanding of ‘inwardness’ and agency: the Journal of Speculative Philosophy articles of 1867-1868, the series of articles in The Monist from 1891, and the later writings on pragmaticism. “In connection with this last moment”, writes Colapietro, “I shall show how Peirce's notion of the self provides a basis for autonomy - in particular, for the level of self-control that distinguishes the human animal from other animals (5.533)” (1989: 68). This he duly does, discussing how the semiotic (but ‘negative’) account of the self in Peirce is imbricated with a positive (but ‘mentalistic’) account. Through a nuanced discussion of Peirce’s concepts of the individual, substance, organism and mind – a discussion that cannot be replayed here because of space limitations – Colapietro persuasively argues that Peirce's early account of the self as a semiotic process and his later portrait of it as an autonomous agent fuse in a “vision of the person as an agent through whom the ideal of reasonableness becomes more concretely embodied in habits and institutions, in individual character and social context” (1989: 97).

The reason that Colapietro’s intervention came at precisely the right time is because Anglophone semiotics was floundering in the late 1980s, caught in the consequences of the apparent textualism that his book expertly and sympathetically identifies in the influence of Eco, an avowed Peircean. Meanwhile, the ‘continental’ thought in the wake of structuralism that appeared to be making the running, especially in US universities, was underpinned by a take on selfhood that was closely related to textualism.  Drawing out the Peircean self, Colapietro contributed to the new terrain of theory on which agency could be discussed in the 1990s, citing Peirce’s “refusal to eliminate the acting subject along with the Cartesian cogito” as “one of the important respects in which Peirce's semiotic vision is superior to the antihumanist orientation of Saussure's structuralist and poststructuralist offspring” (1989: xix). This last statement was certainly true of some aspects of poststructuralism. Lacan, for instance, whose influence has declined drastically in the interim, paints a picture of the human subject as captive in the quasi-Saussurean ‘pure differentiality’ of ‘language’ (Cobley 2008). It is this captivity which underlies Lacan’s contention that the attempts of humans to make reference, to gain meaning, are illusory and is typical of poststructuralism taken generally. Yet, two related points should be added in respect of the new terrain of theory. Firstly, the ‘anti-humanist’ perspective on selfhood, in truth, resides in the ‘structural Marxism’ of Althusser and others rather than in Saussure’s poststructuralist offspring. It is the view of humans as the ‘bearers’ of structures to which E.P. Thompson (1978) and other humanists objected so vociferously. Secondly, poststructuralism was actually partly responsible for spawning a version of the agentive self that came to the fore in so-called ‘postmodernism’ during this period, a vision of personhood based on ‘identity’ rather than subjectivity and, to varying degrees, complicit with neo-liberalism, particularly in respect of the idea that personhood could be constituted autonomously through consumption (see Ponzio 2005 for a critique of these concepts).

Towards the centre of Peirce’s Approach to the Self, Colapietro gives a very cogent account of the logical, semiotic, even antihumanist, framing of the subject by Peirce. He contrasts Peirce’s semiotic subject – “‘There are some small particulars that a man can keep to himself. He exaggerates them and his personality sadly’ (8.81; MS 1099, 00009)” (1989: 62) – with James’ individualistic confounding of “thoughts with feeling-qualities”. He also notes Peirce’s contention (8.82) that "To deny the reality of personality is not anti-spiritualistic; it is only anti-nominalistic" (1989: 63-4) in that nominalism rests on a notion of the self as unknowable. Possibly Peirce’s strongest statement of this semiotic position on the self is to be found in ‘Immortality in the light of synechism’ (MS 886 [1893]; EP2 1-3) which Colapietro also discusses. Here, Peirce is unequivocal about what is entailed for the subject in synechism. Colapietro quotes from the passage that has since appeared in the second volume of The Essential Peirce:

Nor must any synechist say, ‘I am altogether myself, and not at all you”. If you embrace synechism, you must abjure this metaphysics of wickedness. In the first place, your neighbors are, in a measure, yourself, and in far greater measure than, without deep studies in psychology, you would believe. Really, the selfhood you like to attribute to yourself is, for the most part, the vulgarest delusion of vanity. In the second place, all men who resemble you and are in analogous circumstances are, in a measure, yourself, though not quite in the same way in which your neighbors are (EP2: 2).

Tellingly, Peirce then goes on directly to refer to “the barbaric conception of personal identity” (EP2: 3). The dramatic expression here indicates the depth of feeling about the issue and can be extended by acknowledging that the closest embodiment of the object of Peirce’s ire is what is elsewhere called ‘liberal humanism’.

The strength of Peirce’s renunciation in this passage indicates the pervasive nature of both philosophically standard accounts of selfhood and the common, demotic understanding of the self that makes up quotidian lived relations and which he felt compelled to oppose in no uncertain terms. Twenty-five years on from Colapietro’s informed and targeted call for a more balanced appraisal of Peirce’s approach to the self and its capacity to transform the study of subjectivity, this semiotic constitution of the self in collectivity still demands to be re-visited – again and again, if necessary. In the midst of the global financial crisis and, especially, in the wake of the banking scandals of the last decade, there is, much more than ethics in general, a fundamental need for the continuity of thought-life to be a part of common sense. Perhaps the spate of subprime lending at the turn of the 21st century will go down in history as one of the classic denials of the understanding that all thought is connected. However, there is, in the quote from MS 1476, an indication of how such denial can inform erroneous individualist concepts of selfhood, for the entire thought-life of a person and the thought-life of a social group and entire body of all thought are all signs, albeit of much different types. 

Synechism is inexorably a philosophy of collectivity to which individualism and its p.r. wing, liberal humanism, are anathema. For some critical thinkers, particularly those weaned on materialism, it can incite squeamishness because it renders collectivity synonymous with (spiritual) communion. The evidence that collectivity and communion are as one for Peirce is well known and is exemplified by his insistence on “marriages with the thought of other persons” and the assumption that all thought is “more or less connected”. In the UK, in particular, this kind of folk or ‘mystical’ socialism in which collectivity is wedded to religious communalism is evident in the endeavours of such figures as Robert Owen, William Morris, and its residue might even be found in the work of Raymond Williams. The contemporary critique of liberal humanism in The Whole Creature (2006), the book by my colleague and friend, Wendy Wheeler, and partly inspired by Peirce, has something of this flavour. Notwithstanding the spiritual overtones of synechism, and while its harder, anti-individualist ,edge makes its restatement particularly apposite in the present moment, the necessity of incorporating first person experience into all formulations on subjectivity remains. This is the case regardless of how much has changed since the publication of Colapietro’s book, simply because there has been a long history in bourgeois thought which has privileged first person experience by default. As such, critical thinking on subjectivity finds the carpet pulled out from beneath itself at the outset. With the option of reiterating that it is a sign, “The self is truly something unique and irreducible in itself”, Colapietro (1989: 74) therefore succinctly concludes, “but what it is in itself is only revealed or, more accurately, realized through its relations to others”. Contemporary semiotics now works with assumptions about selfhood which suggests that the period of textualism is largely banished from memory. While some leftist thought has been overly credulous about the first person (humanist Marxism, milled under the carborundum wheel of its own theoretical contradictions) or steadfastly resistant to it (Stalinism, sustained only by terror and the cult of personality), work on Peirce will continue to offer a critical prospectus on subjectivity through its analysis of logic (the semiotic) interacting with the agentive (person).





Cobley, Paul (2008) ‘Signifiers and subjects’ in Susan Petrilli (ed.), Approaches to Communication: Trends in Global Communication Studies, Madison: Atwood Publishing.
Colapietro, Vincent M. (1989). Peirce’s Approach to the Self: A Semiotic Perspective on Human Subjectivity, Albany: SUNY Press.

De Waal, Cornelis (2001) On Peirce, Belmont, CA.: Wadsworth.

Gallie, Walter Bryce (1952) Peirce and Pragmatism, Harmondsworth: Penguin.

Greenlee, Douglas (1973) Peirce’s Concept of Sign, The Hague: Mouton.

Marcus, Solomon (2000) ‘The Sebeok factor: the right man in the right place at the right moment’ in Eero Tarasti (ed.) Commentationes in Honorem Thomas A.  Sebeok Octogenarii A.D. MM Editae, Imatra: International Semiotics Institute.

Peirce, Charles Sanders (1931-58) Collected Papers of Charles S. Peirce. 8 vols. Ed. C. Hartshorne and P. Weiss (vols. 1-6), and A. Burks (vols. 7-8). Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP.

Peirce, Charles Sanders (1998) The Essential Peirce: Selected Philosophical Writings. Vol. 2 (1893-1913), ed. the Peirce Edition Project. Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press. 

Ponzio, Augusto (2005) ‘The I questioned: Emmanuel Levinas and the critique of occidental reason’, Subject Matters, 3 (1): 1-45.

Savan, David (1987-8) An Introduction to Peirce’s Full System of Semiotic, Toronto: Victoria College.
Thompson, Edward P. (1978) The Poverty of Theory and Other Essays, London: Merlin Press.
Wheeler, Wendy (2006) The Whole Creature: Complexity, Biosemiotics and the Evolution of Culture, London: Lawrence and Wishart.












